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Two groups of people are going to have miserable weekends as a result of tonight's Dateline NBC: 
State Farm agents and stockholders. State Farm policyholders aren't going to feel too good about 
their situations, either. 





In a classic example of "gotcha" journalism, the NBC newsmagazine does a stunningly impressive job 
of uncovering shameful practices of the nation's largest insurance company, which have resulted in 
thousands of policyholders being denied benefits they seemingly deserved. In the process, Dateline's 
John Larson breaks down executives of medical companies in cahoots with State Farm in a way that 
would make Perry Mason envious. 


Dateline did it the right way, taking 15 months to investigate the story , during which it says it 
interviewed more than 250 people (including State Farm executives who dispute the most damaging 
allegations) and examined 70,000 pages of documents. The probe was complicated by State Farm 
erecting obstacles, according to Dateline. Given what was discovered, this is as understandable as it is 
reprehensible. 





The source of the controversy is an insurance industry practice -- State Farm is not alone in utilizing it -- 
known as "paper reviews." Essentially, these are second opinions, sought before costly claims are 
settled. State Farm reportedly commissions about 35,000 a year. 


It isn't the concept but the execution that is problematical. The reviews are done without a doctor 
seeing the injured. Dateline interviews a State Farm customer in Fairbanks, Alaska, Lacrecia Duffy, 
whose car was broad-sided. She wound up with more than $30,000 in medical bills but was told not to 
worry by State Farm. Bad advice. She was allotted $780. She was ruined financially and hounded by 
collection agencies. 


Her claim was reviewed and lowered thousands of miles away in San Diego by a company with the 
apparent misnomer Comprehensive Medical Review, which at one point was doing about 27,000 such 
reports a year -- not all for State Farm, although the insurance giant was a major client. CMR's 
president, Bill Marvin, who winds up melting worse than the Wicked Witch of the West before the hour is 
over, tells Larson these second opinions were always given by doctors. 





However, Dateline finds the source of hundreds of these reviews, Edwin Newton, a man with no 
medical credentials but who is skilled in writing stories . Newton, a journalist, says he was supplied 
with 160 medical-sounding terms to put into his reviews, every one of them designed to favor the 
insurance company. 








Confronted about this, Marvin tells Larson that doctors eventually reviewed Newton's work. Someone 
identified as a company _ insider (his face and voice are masked) says this is laughable. Doctors 
signed as many as 30 to 50 per hour, he says. 


The man goes on to say that even after the doctors put their signatures on the reports, Marvin 
sometimes changed them, again to curry favor with insurance companies by reducing their payouts. 
Marvin emphatically denies this to Larson, only to have the NBC correspondent produce reports Marvin 
had altered. 


Marvin tries to recoup by saying when he did make the changes, the ones he initially denied making, he 
ran them past the doctor again. "Absolutely not," says a doctor whose signature appears on one of the 
reports, but who says the signature is false. 


Another way payments were kept down was by utilizing a process known as Crash Data, which 
compares injuries in similar mishaps. This seems reasonable until it is revealed there is no such thing 
as Crash Data. 


Comprehensive Medical Reviews isn't one rogue company State Farm unwittingly used. Dateline also 
interviews Cindy Robinson of Boise, Idaho. She had an accident in 1992 which required back surgery. 
State Farm sent her claim to a Bethesda, Md., company, Medical Claims Review Service. Its conclusion 
was that Robinson's injuries were minor. Dr. Ronald Gots, an executive at the firm, says doctors review 
the cases. But when Larson confronts him with the statement from a worker there that non-medical 


underlings actually did the work, Gots retreats and says nurses did them. Dateline says of 79 MCRS 
reviews it could uncover, 79 favored State Farm. 


Robinson wound up suing State Farm and was awarded $10 million. What's more, the judge issued a 
scalding reprimand of State Farm's practices, according to Dateline. 


Robinson exacts another pound of flesh, which is likely to mirror the feelings of many who watch 
Dateline. "If State Farm were my good neighbor, I'd sell my house and move." 


Tom Jicha can be reached at tjicha@sun-sentinel.com. 
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